
BAND OF OHIO FIREBUGS
BROUGHT TO JUSTICE

HAVE TERRORIZED A PORTION OF THE
STATE EOR LAST THIRTY YEARS.

MANY PROMINENT MEN ARE

State Officials Were Baffled Until They Se-cxire- d

the Confession, of Eighty-Year-Ol- d

Jack Page, After Which Indict-
ments Followed Rapidly.

Mistory of This Remarkable Band of Incendiaries
and Their Methods of Operation Boldness Marked

Every Move A Desire for Revenge on the Pa.rt
of Pa-g- e Fina-ll- Caused Their Exposure.

Toledo. Northwestern Ohio, with Its
jpretty farms and prosperous landown-
ers, Is nearlng the end of a reign of

terror of 30 years, during which time a
ang of lncendarles, hungry for sud-aie- n

woalth, have desecrated Its beauty
"with flaming torches, and committed
.almost every crime on the calendar,
.from the smallest burglary to attempt-
ed murder.

Criminal history tells no story of
events so blood-curdli- as those

--which have shocked the residents of
this section in the last quarter century.
The wildest dime-nov- el dreamer could
.'hardly imagine so terrible a melodrama
ns has been acted by this conspiracy
iof mercenary firebugs. Revelations
.made in the past few weeks, by confes-
sion, and Investigation by state offl-xer- s,

are so startling as to be almost
unbelievable. Against one man have
!been returned 12 Indictments, against

,nn6ther there are ten and lucky indeed
ils the member of the organization who
escaped with only a single true bill,
'.for the work of the state has been thor-
ough and tho law's firm hand has been
Uaid with unrelenting vigor on those
.known to be connected with the organ-
ization.

Only a Beginning.
"With the 40 or more indictments,

"however, it is believed that only a
beginning has been made. Deep

tunder tho surface, It is known that
"more disclosure still more starting,
are to come. Those men effected by
investigation now completed, fully con-

scious that their long terms in prison
will effectually prevent them from par-

ticipation in more work, have shewn
za. disposition to tell at least some of
'the secrets, and, with the aid of these
admissions, Williams and Fulton coun-rtie- s,

where the more exciting events
;have transpired, are determined to
--punish all the guilty, and remove the
stain of dishonor which has been made
upon them by their tardiness in ferre-
ting out the criminals.

Thirty years ago. Jack Page, one of
tthe most daring and notorious of the
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rflrebugs, was a young man, possessed
a valuable farm and surrounded by

friends who wished him only pros-
perity. Homer Morrison, also young
.and well-to-d- was his neighbor.
Whatever induced theso two boys to
leave tho Puritanic path laid out for
them by Christian parouts cannot be

except in their greed for
gold. But tho desire to defraud camo,
.and 25 years elapsed before It was
satiated, Gathering; clansmen

honest and farm-
ers, tho gang pursued coursa, stop-

ping at nothing, making Insurance
prey, and pouncing upon

thorn every tlmo an occaslou presented
.Itself.

Working aa honored men by day,
they become tho, rllest usporadooa by
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night. A dual existence it was, with
church worship an outward sign of the
piety In their bosoms. Nothing es-

caped. Schoolhouses were fired with
Impunity, just as willingly as were
farmhouses; stores and barns mado
the objects of their incendiarism, for
one class of timber mado as pretty a
(lame as another.

Made Arson a Business.
As far as known, only one of tho

band made arson a business, just to
see things burn. This was Freddy
Bowman, a genuine pyromanlac, whoso
lust for adventure Induced him to set
fire to the Methodist church In Stryker,
O. From a small shed nearby he
watched tho flames devour the small
structure. Taken in because he was
young and he was entrusted
with small jobs, where the risk of de-

tection was not great, and where he
would be given opportunity to become
proficient In the art, and ultimately de-

velop into a talented firebug. One
night, without orders from his superi-
ors, he touched off the church, and his
subsequent apprehension and confes-
sion almost ensnared the remainder of
tho gang. But, so high in the commu-
nity did the ringleaders stand, the ad-

missions of the youth were pronounced
and nobody but tho officers

placed faith In them. Not until within
the last year, when the boy's confes
sion was did it become
public that his arrest was on6 of the
first of an organization of men who al-

lowed the commission of no crime,
however enormous, to stand between
them and the money they coveted.

The traveler unacquainted with the
of past years would see lit-

tle In the seared country nowadays to
attract his attention. Tho
buildings have been replaced with new
structures and, under the protection of
the state fire marshal, protection has
been given to allow im-

provements. But the tlmo was when
every man, woman and child stood in
mortal fear of the gang. One man
could hardly speak confidentially to his

neighbor for fear that he would thus
address a member of tho organization
and so jeopardize, not only his prop-
erty, but tho lives of himself and fam-
ily. So high in social standing wero
the criminals that their ldontity was
unknown, oxcept in tho inner circle.
Onco a building was fired, ho who ap-
plied tho flames was covered with the
garb of good citizenship, and even the
bravest feared to point at him the fin-
ger of suspicion, for such meant speedy
revenge. A remark by ono boasting
farmer resultod in tho burning of hta
barn tho same night.

Task of State Officers.
To hunt down such a lot of boings

was tho task of stato officers. Tho un-

dertaking was known to be big and
fraught with peril. Evidence woo col--
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sufficiently

toctcd only after the greatest efforts.
Now and then, indications would ap-

pear on tho surfaco of what was really
happening, and It was from these small
clues that tho detectives finally un-

earthed the chief conspirators and
turned them over to tho law for pun-
ishment

Of this gang of fearless criminals,
Homer Morrison, once a respected son
of well-to-d- o parents, wns tho leader.
Ills cunning brain devised most of tho
daring jobs during tho long years he
and his pals worked, unmolested, burn-
ing any building for which the owner
paid the required fee. Onco a man
employed tho arsonists to transact
business, he was In their meshes, for,
if ho was not aware that he was Just
as liable to punishment as if he had
applied the torch, ho was so informed,
and thus became an addition to tho
ranks.

Tho Killing of Ayers.
It was Morrison's avarice that re-

sulted In tho concoction of a plot to
kill Samuel Ayers, November 27, 1S97.
Ayers was a wealthy cattleman, who
lived near West Unity, a small village
In Williams county. The old fellqw
was peculiar, believed everybody his
friend, and feared harm from no one.
Every Friday, as regularly as that day
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came each week, he visited the little
bank In the village, drew out from
$1,500 to $5,000 with which to trans-
act business tho week following.

Morrison was Ayers' best friend, to
all appearances. One night, Morrison
casually asked the cattleman why he
never carried a revolver for protection.

"What's the use?" Ayers asked.
"Nobody knows I have money in my
pockets but my friends, and I trust
every one of them."

Within a week Morrison, fearing to
do the job himself, Imported Jim Ely,
a Kansas City crook, who was to hold
up Ayers and murder him if necessary
to get the money. Ely balked on tho
killing. "I hnve a brother who will do
that; he will be here soon," ho told
Morrison, and In two days C. Waldo
Ely dropped in at West Unity, met
Morrison in the Iatter's barn and the
details of the crime were planned.
Morrison's scouts watched Ayers,
learned that he drew about $3,000 from
tho bank, and shadowed his every
movement until tho time came to
strike.

Meanwhile Morrison remained at
home, conscious of the fact that half
tho swag was to bo given him, that
the division was to bo made in his
barn, where the plans for the robbery
wero made, and that Ely was to be
"planted" there until ho found a good
opportunity to escape.

Yet Morrison and tho cattle buyer
had been life long friends, and Ayers,
if he was to choose any one man more
friendly to him than another, would
have selected Morrison. But Morrison
saw his chance and his wicked mind
could not bo restrained by mere bonds
of friendship.

The night of the assault a dismal
rain and cutting wind, almost blinding
all who chanced to be out, kept nearly
everybody In the village indoors.
Ayers had played his usual game of
cards and was on his way home. Mor-

rison's men spotted him, signalled
Ely, who was lying in ambush, and
when Ayers camo to tho designated
spot he found two big guns thrust In
front of his face.

Ely was behind them, well masked.
"Your dough, please," was all tho ac-

complished stlck-u- p man said.
Ayers reached lor an

Colt revolver that ho had, by more
chance, put into his pocket boforo
leaving homo. Afterwards he said
that Morrison's admonition mado him
suspicious.

Ab ho pulled tho gun there were two
sharp reports as streaks of flamo
poured from tho barrels of tbo guns
Ely hold. Ayors fell with a groan.
The noise of the shooting attracted

people of tho town, and V?i a moment
or two sovoral wero hurrying to tho
eceno.

Flight of tho Murderer.
Ayers had fallen in such a manner

that h'ls wallet, filled with bills, could
not bo reached and Ely was obliged
to icud away In the darkness, leaving
tho prostrate body of Ayers to bo found
by tho villagers. Hastening to Mor-
rison's barn ho found that nrsonist be-

side himself with rage.
"Why did you shoot? Why didn't

you belt him over tho head?" he asked
Ely.

"Shut up, you fool, I had to shoot
or he would havo got me," Ely replied,
coolly; "and what's worse, I didn't
have time to get the money."

Morrison, cowardly even in crime,
wanted to leave Ely to his own fate.
Tho Kansas City crook, however, was
too old at tho business. "You got mo
into it, now get me out, or there'll bo
somebody else beside mo sent up for
this little job," was his admonition,
and it was up to Morrison to furnish
the assistance.

With the help of a farm hand who
aftorwards confessed, Morrison rail-
roaded Ely several miles away, where
ho was to remain for a week or two,
but a posse of Indignant citizens
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pressed too closely on his trail and
immediate escape was necessary. Flee-
ing before the officers and farmers,
Ely's escape, as subsequently described
by himself, was one so hazardous that
ho does not to-da- y know how the
shower of bullets sent after him failed
to end his life. With the horses push-
ing him to his utmost he came upon
a farmer, driving peacefully along the
road. "Stop or I'll shoot," ho yelled.
The farmer pulled up. Paying no at-te- n

to the men following, a quarter of
a mile behind, he stood behind tho
agriculturist and ordered him to drive
"llko h , or I'll blow your bloody
brains out." Again the farmer obeyed.
Suddenly coming upon a dozen ditch-me- n

directly In his path, all hope of
escape seemed to be cut off. It was
then that the remarkable coolness of
the man and presence of mind as-

serted themselves. Hurriedly jumping
from the wagon he cowed the crowd in
front with his revolver, calmly un-
hitched one of the horses and before
anybody knew Lis intentions he had
jumped on the animal's back and, with
half a dozen shots, dashed on a mad
gallop to a stretch of wooded land
three miles away. Reaching the
thicket he dismounted, turned the
horse looso and escaped from his pur-
suers. It was then that the plans of
Morrison to aid In the escape were
useful, for Ely found the home of Jack
Taylor, one of the gang, gave tho pass-
word, and was sheltered until ho had
time to burglarize the residence of
William Schwartz, a farmer, and ulti-
mately found his way to Kansas City.

Ely's Confession.
In the investigation of recent year3

the robbery of Ayers was looked into,
and Information given by Jack Pago
resulted in the apprehension of Ely.
tie was orougnt to Williams county
from his residence in the west, and
when the evidence prepared by tho
state firs marshal was shown him he
confessed to the deed, took the officers
over tho route of his escape and veri-
fied all that had been related by Pago
in his confession. Ho served ono year
In tho Columbus (O.), penitentiary for
his crime, justice having been side-
tracked to some extent because he
turned state's evldenco end supplied
tho officers with Information which, In
part, resulted In tho arrest and con-
viction of Morrison, who Is now serv-
ing a tcntenco of 30 years in prison.

Jack Page, first In crime aftor Mor- -
rlsou, enjoyB freedom because ho gave
information of so much value in hunt
lng down the firebugs. A crippled old
man now, he does not hesitate to say
that ho cannot begin to romember how
many houses he fired, and how many.

dark and stormy nights ho loft his
home, with flaming torches, and sold
his manhood and soul for a few paltry
dollars, io bo gained when tho robbed
Insurance companies paid tho policies
on the buildings consumed.

At present Pago Is whlllng away his
tlmo with a secret servlco guard con-
stantly watching him, for members of
the conspiracy have vowed to take ltls
life for tho disclosures ho made.

Fire Marshall Takes a Hand.
The first visit to West Unity of Walter

Payne, who was, during the Investiga-
tion, assistant fire marshal, will never
bo forgotten by him. It was by the
slightest chance that ho ran Into a
shred of evidence which, followed up
from a hundred different directions,
finally brought tho hoped-fo- r results.
Clydo Perslng, of West Unity, was In-

debted to a Toledo firm In a rather large
amount, and, neglecting payment, he
was drawn upon. Hectored by the ac-

tion in presenting a draft to him for pay-
ment, Perslng lost his temper, and
threw care to the winds. At that time
he conducted a small restaurant In a
building owned by Mrs. Winifred
Adolph. The night after the draft cam
to him the restaurant burned. That was
in July of 1902. So bold was the action
of the man that It could not fall to
arouse the suspicion of Mr. Payne, and,
within a few days, he visited the village.
He had not been there more than a few
minutes before his presence was tipped
oft to the leaders of the ganp. Homer
Morrison was there at the time, and his
trusty lieutenants made him aware of
the fact that the fire marshal was In the
village. Payne desired to talk with
Frederick Miller, the only banker of the
town, and who was the agent for nearly
all the insurance companies which had
policies placed In the vicinity. The mar-
shal went to the bank, and, to his sur-
prise, the brazen scouts actually fol-

lowed him, In their attempt to learn the
exact nature of his business. Even Mor
rison, fearless because he thought his
dignity In the community protected him
from suspicion, listened with eagerness
to what the marshal said, and then en-

trusted the work of shadowing Payne to
less distinguished men in the profes-
sion.

The officer finally succeeded In evad-
ing the fellows on his trail, and held a
long conference with Miller, and other
prominent men, who, he had learned,
had suffered because of their honesty in
refusing to participate In the depreda-
tions. From citizens of this class, he
learned much, and his suspicions that
the restaurant fire was of an incendiary
nature were strengthened.

But, to his great surprise, he was un-

able to get one of the men assembled
there, to mention the name of a single
person who might, possibly, be con-

nected. They actually feared the con-
sequences that would come, when It was
discovered that they gave information.
Appeal to their manliness was unavail-
ing. They were thoroughly cowed by
the threats. They feared their lives
would be the forfeit for divulging any
of their secrets. Payne pointed out the
seriousness of the crime of arson, and
showed them the criminal statutes, pro-
viding imprisonment for 20 years, of
convicted firebugs, but they still refused
to talk, but related events of the past,
and described how the gang had suc
ceeded, even at elections, to poll votes
enough to land candidates who would
not prosecute them.

Policy of the Citizens.
Such was Payne's first visit to the

actual scene of operations. He left, dis-

gusted with the men who posed as rep-

resentative citizens of the community.
But his subsequent visits changed bis
mind. He understood , after learning all
about the manner of men who were do-

ing the dastardly work, why it was pol
icy for law-abidi- citizens to keep their
mouths closed, when the law offered
them so little protection.

That was the proposition to be worked
out, and the necessity of keen detective
work was at once apparent

With a problem of this magnitude,
expenditure of much money Is neces-
sary, and when Payne reported his find-

ings and suspicions to the state depart-
ment in Columbus, it was at once de-

cided that funds should be provided. H.
H. Hollenbeck was detailed to assist In
the work, and, from Toledo, and Bryan,
the work was carried on, not for days, or
weeks, or months, but for years.

Jack Page Confesses.
Luck favored the officers. Unfor-

tunate Jack Page his declining years
rendering him unfit for active service
was In the way of the younger members
of the gang. They resolved to put him out
of the way. Murder was out of the
question, so he was hired to burn a barn
in Michigan, and Morrison, still possess-
ing tho sagacity of his younger years, so
arranged things that the officers from
Michigan had tin easy task to track

-- Page from the barn to his home In Ohio.
There they found a set of harness that
Page had stolen from tho destroyed
barn, and he was caught almost d.

In tho Michigan courtroom ho
was an object of pity. Some Investiga-
tion had been made, and It was known
that the captured man was but one of a
gang of many more.

"Page, you tell us aboutyour compan-
ions, and you will be allowed to go free,"
the judge Informed him.

"Oh.'you want mo to either turn state's
evidence and get free that way, or take
my medicine If I just confess my own
crime and keep my face closed about the
others," was the quick retort.

"That's it exactly," the judge said.
"I'll take my medicine," Page said,

and he took it, for three ypars behind
tho prison doors of the Michigan peni-
tentiary.

When tho convict was finally released,
and ho returned to his Ohio pals, he was
rudely shocked. Instead of being re-

ceived with open arms, he was mado the
object of scoru and contempt.

"Why," Pago said, "I could hare sent
all of yon to h I, but I kept my tongua
and none oi you was pincnoa.

"Put the Cog ont of tho way, ho b ex

.iwtiwipy

cess baggage," Morrlsoa uuln, and Paga
nover forgot the Insult. Ho left with
tho Darting admonition that he would
some day get even, and ho has, for Mor-
rison 13 serving in tho penitentiary, and
a score of his cronies havo been Indicted,
a dozen found guilty and sent to prison,
while Page breathes free air, and will
probably live tho rest of his days outside
of prison walls.

Tho barriers In tho way of a confession
by Pago were broken by Jim Saunders,
a respected West Unity man. Saunder3
and Pago were boys together, when they
left England, tho country of their birth,
to try their fortunes in America. Saun-
ders grew up In the straight and narrow
path, living as he had been taught to
llvo. Page forgot tho good teachings of
his youth. The officers got tho two men
together, Saunders well posted as to his
duty. He resolved to do all he could to
assist In wringing a confession from tho
old firebug. But this at first seemed to
bo useless, for Page, wary to the last,
evaded tho efforts to get at the truth.

Arrest of Page was finally necessary,
and Tie was taken to Toledo, where tho
sweatbox was to be tried on htm. Saun-
ders accompanied him. The good man
denounced the firebugs, talked of tho
days of long ago, when both stood on tho
threshold, with an even chance at tho
world. They had reached nearly the al-

lotted three score and ten. Tho one was
an honest man; the other was a criminal
of the worst type. A few rounds of drinks
In the Wlddell hotel brought out admis-
sions from Page. Then he confessed to
some of his actions and asked Saunders
advice.

"Tell the whole truth, you can'tafford
to He, now, Jack," said Saunders, and
Page, seeing an opportunity to make
good the threat of vengeance upon hl
former pals, disclosed so much that a
conference with the fire marshal was
arranged.

A man, conscious of the fact that hl
criminal operations are even partially
known to those In authority, and wish-
ing to bring upon his partners In crlmo
the punishment he had already suffered.
Is easy picking for detectives. Thus It
was that Page, the stoic, revealed th
Inner workings of the gang which had
terrorized the community for years.
Names wero mentioned, and when th
disclosures were substantiated by fur-
ther Investigation, the grand juries of
Williams and Fulton counties were kept
busy for months, Indicting men connect-
ed with the conspiracy.

Number of Fires Unknown.
Nobody knows how many fires wer

caused by the torches of these criminals.
The number is more than a hundred, but
more accurate count than that has not
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been kept. The insurance companies
have paid, it is estimated, more than
$1,500,000 to the members of the gang.

Homer Morrison and Jack Pago were
Indicted nearly a dozen times, principal-
ly for arson. April 2, 1878, they burned
Morrison's home, and got the Insurance.
Morrison hired Page for that Job. A lit-

tle later. Page was duped Into burning
John Keller's property, west of West
Unity. Then Keller, trapped because ho
employed Morrison to do the dirty work,
was forced into the gang, and he becamo
one of the worst of the IM. He was in-

dicted several times for aiding Morrison
and Page. October 13, 1903, he pleaded
guilty to arson, and served a year In tho
penitentiary.

Waldo Ely, Morrison, Wesley Ship-m- an

and Frank Colon, all of whom par-

ticipated In the attempt on Samuel Ay-

ers' life, were Indicted. Morrison got
ten years In the penitentiary, Shipman
two, and Ely one.

In 1895, new men were taken Into tho
fold, and their work resulted In the In-

dictment of Harry Kirkendall, William
Bohner, Freddie Bowman, Charles
Smith, William Davidson, and a hair
dozen others. Most of them confessed,
and were given sentences ranging from
one to four years in prison. William
Matthews was another of tho later day
criminals. He was sentenced to serve
two years. Newton Omey, Jackson
Swisher, Charles Hultzberg'and one or
two more are still at large, having Hed

from the state. They have remained
away, fearing to take the consequence
of their actions.

Even with the excellent work already
accomplished, the state believes It has
not done Its full duty. More prominent
men are to be dragged from their high
pinnacle in society, and their work oe

the past exposed to the public viow.

Some hate ceased to bo active partici-
pants in the saturnallua of enme, and
are leading respectable existences. But
their reformation will not carry then
through tho present storm of justice.
They must answer for their misdeeds,
and the confessions, being made almost
dally, will cause their downfall, aud
none but tholr disgraced families can en-

joy the fruit t tholr 111 gotten wealth, A
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